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A WORKING THEORY OF ATONEMENT. 



By Rev. William W. McLane, D.D., 
Pastor Plymouth Congregational Church, New Haven, Conn. 



My purpose is to state some fundamental facts which must 
underlie any true theory of the atonement. I may say, by way 
of preface, that I conceive of salvation as resting upon the fact 
of atonement, and not upon a man's philosophical theory of that 
fact. 

The cross is the symbol of the means of salvation ; the Lord's 
Supper is the perpetual memorial of his sufferings; the recon- 
ciliation of man to God and the communion of God and man 
are the essential facts in salvation. How shall we who preach 
interpret the symbol, showing the spirit of the Supper and per- 
suading men to experience the facts ? 

Men have interpreted the fact of atonement by the lurid light 
of human passion thirsting for vengeance, and have said that the 
wrath of God consumed the sacrificial victim and was thereby 
appeased. And to those who interpret God by that dispo- 
sition of man this, of course, is a working theory of atonement. 

Men have interpreted the atonement by human government, 
by laws which are statutes, punishments which are arbitrary, 
methods which are processes of trial, condemnation, and execu- 
tion. And to those who conceive of God's government as the 
counterpart of human government that, of course, is a working 
theory of atonement. 

These and similar theories of atonement cannot now easily be 
preached; nor would they readily be believed. The spirit of the 
present seeks to see beneath the terms of the Scriptures the 
spirit for which the terms stand, and to find beneath the forms of 
revelation the abiding and unchangeable facts. To certain of 
these facts I now call attention : 

i. There is in God's universe no such thing as law as an entity 
— a thing in itself. Gravity is not an entity in the sense of 
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being a thing apart from material bodies acting upon them and 
controlling them. Gravity is the term by which we express the 
mutual relation and the reciprocal action of bodies upon each 
other. In the family there is no law as an entity ; there are only 
the parent and the child, with affection, desire, and discipline 
upon the one hand, and with faith and obedience, upon the other. 
In human society there is originally no law. There are only per- 
sons existing in mutual relation. What are called laws are only 
the formal expression of the convictions and conceptions of 
what is thought to be right in those relations. Spiritually there 
is no divine law, but only God and man existing in mutual rela- 
tion and with reciprocal obligations and duties which are things 
to be done. A working theory of atonement, in harmony with 
this conception of the relation of God and man, must do away 
with thrones, statutes, and arbitrary punishments, and must bring 
God and man face to face in the matter of atonement. It must 
answer these questions : What is the effect of sin upon man and 
upon God ? How can God put out of his heart the offense of 
man's sin? How can sin be taken out of man's heart? How 
can a holy God and a sinful man be reconciled one to the 
other? 

2. God's relation to men is that of Creator, Ruler, and Father. 
Every maker or creator pays the price of creation in the thought, 
effort, and pains necessary to produce the thing created. Every 
ruler pays the price of kingship in the affection, thought, effort, 
and discipline necessary to secure the welfare of his subjects. 
Every father pays the price of fatherhood in the love, thought, 
anxiety, sympathy, and constant effort to insure the perfection 
of his child. 

God is no exception to this law. A suffering God is the cor- 
relative of a world which groaneth and travaileth in pain. No 
one can love the ignorant without feeling the mistakes of his 
ignorance. No once can love the weak without sympathetically 
sharing his weakness. No one can love the sinful without bear- 
ing the burden of his sin. How beautifully this is expressed of 
God by the prophet: "In all their affliction he was afflicted, and 
the angel of his presence saved them ; in his love and in his pity 
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he redeemed them; and he bare them, and carried them all the 
days of old." This is the basal fact upon which atonement 
rests : "God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten 
Son;" "God commendeth his own love toward us in that while 
we were yet sinners Christ died for us." 

3. The atonement must be interpreted by love. " He that 
loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love." "Everyone 
that loveth is begotten of God and knoweth God." The atone- 
ment must be lifted out of the external ceremonial system of the 
Hebrews. It must be lifted out of the imperial and legal system 
of the Roman empire. It must be lifted out of the commercial 
system where Anselm placed it. It must be set in the Christian 
heart. Life only can interpret life. Love only can interpret 
love. The Christian only can interpret Christ. Christ only can 
interpret God. 

What is the effect of a son's sin upon a Christian father's 
heart? What does a Christian father do to satisfy the demands 
of his own heart and, if possible, to save his son? There are 
some things which no Christian father ever does. A Christian 
father does not condemn and cast out a son for a first sin and 
pronounce him worthy "of all the miseries of this life of death 
itself, and of the pains of hell forever." A Christian father does 
not punish his son — much less some other son in the sinful son's 
place — to gratify his vengeance. If a Christian father punishes, 
it is, in the first place, medicinally — to save his son, if possible, 
by restraining him ; and, in the second place, surgically — by 
cutting him off to save his family. 

But the Christian father, even when he punishes, bears his sinful 
son in love and carries him in long-suffering, and is crucified by 
his son's sin in order that he may win his son and restore him to 
moral sanity and to that salvation which is holiness. You will 
remember that Jesus most frequently illustrated God by personal 
relations. A Christian father by virtue of his vital relation to 
his son and by virtue of his superior wisdom and strength is the 
most perfect human type of God. "Like as a father pitieth his 
children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear him." Like the 
rose whose blush and beauty reveal the life from which it springs. 
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the cross with its crimson coloring reveals the suffering and sav- 
ing love of God. 

4. How do the cross, and the sufferings which it reveals, 
effect reconciliation ? Moral suffering for sin is the only thing 
which reconciles one who loves a sinner with himself and satis- 
fies him. A Christian father is never satisfied because his son 
has suffered for his sin, or because he has punished his son. A 
Christian father is satisfied with himself only when, bearing with 
his son in long-suffering, he feels that he has done all he can to 
save his son. A Christian father is satisfied with his son only 
when the son has come to believe in his father's sufferings, and 
to share them in his own feelings and in his moral abhorrences of 
himself and his sin. 

Now, the reconciliation of God and man is in Christ who is 
the Son of God and the Son of man. He took hold of the seed 
of Abraham. He was made like unto his brethren — to make 
propitiation for the sins of the people. He bare our sins in his 
own body. He who knew no sin was made sin on our behalf. 
He gave himself up for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God. 
In Jesus Christ we have both the revelation of the suffering of 
divine love for man's salvation, and we have in humanity, in him, 
the same suffering for sin, in the sense of its evil, its shame, its 
guilt, its destroying power and the woe of the separation from 
God which it brings, which is the counterpart and the comple- 
ment of the divine sense of sin and suffering for it. In Christ is 
the reconciliation of the divine and the human, of man and God. 
" God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself." Therein 
is the atonement. 

5. What is the effect of this atonement upon man? Its nor- 
mal effect is to reproduce in man the divine sense of sin and so to 
save man from sin. The natural effect of sin upon a man him- 
self, in moral injury and degradation and in other ways, is pun- 
ishment. Punishment may awaken fear, and so may restrain a 
man from sin, and thereby allow sanctifying influences to work 
upon him. But the effect of sin upon a holy being who loves 
the sinner is a higher revelation of its inherent evil, and when 
perceived by the sinner tends to evoke repentance and awaken 
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faith, and so to save the sinner. The wicked in this world are 
saved more by what the good surfer for them than by what they 
suffer for themselves. Sinners are saved by those sufferings 
whose source is in the holy heart of God. This love of God 
comes at last to the cross in time and among men, and, as it 
were, culminates there. The sinner comes to the cross, and the 
cross becomes to him the power of God unto salvation. The 
sinner is crucified with Christ in that the sufferings of Christ are 
reproduced in him that he may die unto sin and may live unto 
righteousness. The salvation of the sinner begins, as an actual 
experience, where the sufferings of God may be said to end, in 
the cross. The salvation of the sinner ends where the salvation 
from God begins, namely, in that perfect and holy love which 
not only casteth out fear, but also casteth out sin and forever 
binds God and the human soul together. 

And man shall see God face to face 
And tell the story saved by grace. 

6. This is, I think, a working theory of atonement. It is a 
theory which can be preached. It is a theory which should 
enlighten the mind, convict the conscience, and win the heart of 
him who hears. It is a vital theory, and therefore is not so 
simple as those theories which are legal. Anything which is 
made by life is more difficult to analyze and comprehend than any- 
thing which is made by hand. A. watch is more simple in its 
construction than an insect. A theory of God's relation to men 
based upon law is more easily stated and understood than a 
theory of God's relation to men based upon life and love. But 
the latter is more true, and therefore when perceived has greater 
power. 

A legal theory of atonement, with prescribed law and arbi- 
trary punishment and imputed guilt, and the payment of penalty 
and the purchase of salvation, is easily stated and easily under- 
stood. A vital theory of atonement, dealing with the realities of 
life and love which pertain to the secret and holy places of the 
heart, cannot be so clearly defined or so logically stated. It 
does not make its appeal to the political or legal or commercial 
mind. It makes its appeal directly to the heart. It does not 
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take the hearer in imagination and thought to the market-place 
with its systems of bookkeeping, its debits and credits, its 
acceptance of payments by one person for another; it does not 
take him to the court-room with its written laws, its appointed 
penalties, its trials, its acceptances of fines or of imprisonments 
as canceling guilt ; but it takes the hearer in imagination and in 
thought to the Christian home, to the Christian heart, to Calvary, 
to Christ himself, and to the very holy of holies even to the 
heart of God. 

He who sees believes. He who believes loves. He who 
loves lives, a sinner saved by grace, a son of God forevermore. 



